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● Member of a Writing Across the Curriculum (WAC) group:
Spring 2013 to Fall 2013.
● One of many topics discussed was in the use of writing to
facilitate learning.
● Writing to learn seems natural in the humanities, social
sciences, etc., but foreign to most mathematics courses.
● My Project: To incorporate short (1–5 minute) writing
exercises every class day in a 7-week College Algebra course.
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Each class day, one short in-class exercise was assigned for a
2-point participation grade. Points were assigned according to the
following rubric.
● 2 points for complete (or nearly so) responses, regardless of
correctness.
● 1 point for less than half-hearted attempts.
● 0 point for no attempt.
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Each class day, one short in-class exercise was assigned for a
2-point participation grade. Points were assigned according to the
following rubric.
● 2 points for complete (or nearly so) responses, regardless of
correctness.
● 1 point for less than half-hearted attempts.
● 0 point for no attempt.
Low risk assignments.
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● Intro Survey. Given on the first day to get the students
thinking about math and algebra in their own lives.
● Discussion Questions. Review and follow-up questions
regarding material discussed in lecture.
● Prove by Doing. Gives students a chance to think “like a
mathematician.”
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● Group Work. Sample problems to be completed in small
groups.
● Quick Quiz. Problems to be worked out individually.
● Exit Survey. Follow-up to the Intro Survey in which students
reflect on their experiences in College Algebra. Given on the
last class day before final exams.
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● Questions included:
✦ What is your favorite thing about math?
✦ What is your least favorite thing about math?
✦ When was the last time you remember using math in daily
life?
✦ What are your expectations of this College Algebra
course?
✦ What are your expectations of yourself (as a student in this
course)?
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Typical student responses to: When was the last time you
remember using math in daily life?
● “Never.”
● “Just yesterday at the ATM.”
● “Helping my little cousin with their homework.”
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Sample discussion questions:
● Can the graph of an equation have no x-intercepts? Two
x-intercepts? Infinitely-many x-intercepts? What about
y-intercepts?
I was hoping to see:
● “The graph may have no x-intercepts if it always stays above
(or below) the x-axis.”
● “No graph can have more than one y-intercept because then it
wouldn’t be the graph of a function.” (based on an earlier
definition for the term function.)
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Sample discussion questions:
● On the test, you see the inequality x2 < 25. You immediately
choose the answer x < 5. However, when the test is graded
and returned, that answer is marked incorrect. What went
wrong? What should the answer have been, and why?
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Sample discussion questions:
● On the test, you see the inequality x2 < 25. You immediately
choose the answer x < 5. However, when the test is graded
and returned, that answer is marked incorrect. What went
wrong? What should the answer have been, and why?
I was hoping to see:
● “At first I agreed with the answer x < 5 because
√
25 = 5. Then
I realized that I should also consider negative numbers. Since
(−6)2 = 36 is not less than 25, maybe the correct answer is
−5 < x < 5.”
Prove by Doing
12 / 15
Sample problem:
● Show that b3 · b5 = b8 by writing each side out as multiplication.
Prove by Doing
12 / 15
Sample problem:
● Show that b3 · b5 = b8 by writing each side out as multiplication.
● I was hoping to see students do this:
b · b · b
︸ ︷︷ ︸
=b3
· b · b · b · b · b
︸ ︷︷ ︸
=b5
= b · b · b · b · b · b · b · b
︸ ︷︷ ︸
=b8
Prove by Doing
12 / 15
Sample problem:
● Show that b3 · b5 = b8 by writing each side out as multiplication.
● I was hoping to see students do this:
b · b · b
︸ ︷︷ ︸
=b3
· b · b · b · b · b
︸ ︷︷ ︸
=b5
= b · b · b · b · b · b · b · b
︸ ︷︷ ︸
=b8
● Many students “didn’t get” what I wanted them to show, and so
left this question blank or simply stated “by Exponent Rules”.
Conclusion
Introduction
Writing in College
Algebra
Conclusion
❖Reflections
❖
13 / 15
Reflections
14 / 15
What Lessons have I learned from this WAC project?
Reflections
14 / 15
What Lessons have I learned from this WAC project?
● There is a correlation between quality of student response on
in-class writing assignments and student performance on tests
(hence also on student grades).
Reflections
14 / 15
What Lessons have I learned from this WAC project?
● There is a correlation between quality of student response on
in-class writing assignments and student performance on tests
(hence also on student grades).
● Are the writing assignments helping students to excel? Or are
the strong students naturally showing more mature work on
their writing assignments? (Not enough data to show
causation.)
Reflections
14 / 15
What Lessons have I learned from this WAC project?
● There is a correlation between quality of student response on
in-class writing assignments and student performance on tests
(hence also on student grades).
● Are the writing assignments helping students to excel? Or are
the strong students naturally showing more mature work on
their writing assignments? (Not enough data to show
causation.)
● There was a certain level of resistance to overcome. Why do
we have to turn in writing assignments every day in a math
course?
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Thank you!
Shaun V. Ault svault@valdosta.edu
Support received from: The College of Arts and Sciences, Valdosta State University
